THE CHANGING ROLE 
OF THE 
PRIVY COUNCIL OFFICE 


GORDON ROBERTSON 
Secretary to the Cabinet 


A Paper presented to the 23rd Annual Meeting 
of the Institute of Public Administration of Canada 


Regina 
September 8th, 1971 


Digitized by the Internet Arc hive 
in 2023 with funding from 


i\h em ae A } 
CSOe i 


University of Toronto 


https://archive.org/details/31761117094748 


THE CHANGING ROLE 
OF THE 
PRIVY COUNCIL OFFICE 


GORDON ROBERTSON 
Secretary to the Cabinet 


A Paper presented to the 23rd Annual Meeting of the 
Institute of Public Administration 
of Canada 


Regina 
September 8th, 1971 


© 


Information Canada 
Ottawa, 1971 
Cat. No.: CP32-14/1971 


THE CHANGING ROLE OF THE 
PRIVY COUNCIL OFFICE 


Four years ago, before this Institute, Arnold Heeney gave a survey of 
the changes that had overtaken the Privy Council Office when Mackenzie 
King, faced by the pressures the Second World War brought to the Cabinet, 
decided that Canada had to do what Britain had done in 1914: establish 
a Cabinet Secretariat. Perhaps Mr. King didn’t really decide quite that much. 
As Heeney pointed out, Mr. King had only the vaguest idea what the 
Cabinet Secretariat in Britain did. What he really wanted was something— 
or more probably someone—to make it more possible for him, as Prime 
Minister, to cope with the new scale of government operation. However 
accidental some of the results may have been in relation to Mr. King’s 
initial expectations, the Cabinet Secretariat was grafted onto the Privy 
Council Office, which had discharged largely formal and legalistic functions 
since Confederation, and the entire nature of the Office changed. With it 
gradually changed the operation of Cabinet government in Canada. It is now 
just over thirty years since Arnold Heeney was appointed as the first 
Secretary to the Cabinet. Mr. King would be astonished—and possibly 
horrified—if he could see where his 1940 decision has led. Yet the changes 
have been exactly what his original step was: development “under the pres- 
sure of events and in response to actual need’’.} 


In the role of the Cabinet today, Mr. King would find none of the 
fundamentals altered. It is still the place where the final decisions of gov- 
ernment policy are taken, and they are taken by Ministers in the exercise 
of their collective responsibility for that policy. He would be gratified, but 
not surprised, to note that the Prime Minister still is the master of the 
Cabinet. But nearly every aspect of operation he would find quite different 
from those he had known, especially in the years before 1940. By 1945 he 
had, with some reluctance, agreed to having an agenda for Cabinet meetings 
and to the recording of decisions—and even to their temporary communi- 


1Heeney, A.D.P., “Mackenzie King and the Cabinet Secretariat”, Canadian Public 
Administration, September, 1967, p. 370. 


cation in writing to Ministers. These were concessions to necessity made 
grudgingly. Mr. King would have preferred to hold everything close to his 
chest to be brought out for consideration as, when and how he preferred, 
with his Ministers taken by surprise and at maximum disadvantage. Today he 
would find not only the agenda circulated well in advance, but for every 
meeting a dossier of Cabinet memoranda and reports of committees two to 
three inches thick. He would be relieved to know that some of the Prime 
Minister’s former advantage had been restored through a system of briefing 
to inform him of the main issues involved in every question under dis- 
cussion; to draw to his attention any differences of view between Ministers 
or departments; and to suggest any implications that required consideration 
in arriving at a decision. However, I suspect Mr. King would be more 
disturbed than comforted when he realized that the briefing papers were 
based on a meticulous recording by officials of discussions by Ministers in 
all the Cabinet committees. Mr. King had a due and proper regard for the 
privacy of ministerial discussion, and the way system and secretariat have 
invaded it would worry him. 


The Development of the Cabinet Committee System 


Arnold Heeney depicts graphically the informal way in which the 
Cabinet operated when he became its Secretary in 1940. There was no 
agenda, no secretariat, no official present at meetings to record what went 
on, no minute of decisions taken, and no system to communicate the deci- 
sions to the departments responsible to implement them. Subjects to be 
discussed at each meeting were settled by the Prime Minister with no 
advance notice to Ministers. As Ministers had no notice of what was going 
to come up, they were normally quite unprepared for the discussion or for 
the decisions expected of them. It was obviously a system that could operate 
only where the pace of events was relatively slow and where the matters 
requiring decision were not overly intricate or complex. Even so, it was a 
singularly inefficient and unfair way for a collective executive to reach 
decisions for which all would share responsibility. After a meeting few 
knew precisely what had been decided; there could be no confidence that 
all relevant information had been available or considered; and the accurate 
transmission of decisions, if it occurred at all, was a happy accident. 


By March of 1940, “conditions of government had become such that 
sheer necessity compelled the introduction of systematic procedures for the 
conduct of ministerial business”.? Ten Cabinet committees had been set up 
in December 1939, each one theoretically responsible for an aspect of 
wartime operation. In actual fact, of these ten only the War Committee 
of the Cabinet had any continuing and active existence early in the war. 
It was for that committee that the small initial Cabinet Secretariat worked. 
There, the procedures for agendas, documents and the recording of de- 


*Heeney, A.D.P., Op. cit., p. 367 


cisions were developed. At the end of the war, it had become apparent that 
having Cabinet committees, served by a secretariat, was an enormous ad- 
vantage. A number of new committees were established and the secre- 
tariat was permitted to begin to serve the Cabinet itself. 

The nature of the evolving committee system becomes clear from the 
names of the committees and from Arnold Heeney’s comments concerning 
them. He refers to them as being directed primarily toward particular prob- 
lems; as being ephemeral and tending to come to an end when their purpose 
had been served; and as being flexible in their structure and objects.* The 
committee system retained this nature with only minor variations for nearly 
twenty-five years. 

A third stage in the development of the Cabinet committee system 
began with a re-organization instituted by Mr. Pearson and announced on 
January 20th, 1964. In his statement, Mr. Pearson said: 


“Since September, the use of Cabinet committees has been developed 
to a greater extent than in the past. This development will now be 
carried farther in order that the Cabinet form of administration may 
be efficiently adapted to the needs of modern government in Canada. 
Greater use of committees is the best way to obtain, under the Prime 
Minister’s leadership, thorough consideration of policies, co-ordination 
of government action, and timely decisions in a manner consistent 
with ministerial and Cabinet responsibility.’ 


Nine Cabinet committees were established. Rather than being oriented 
toward specific ad hoc problems or operations, they were for the first time 
directed toward defined areas of the total governmental process. 

A change in procedure was also initiated. Previously things had gone 
to the Cabinet first and had been referred by it to Cabinet committees when 
special consideration and report were required. The new procedure pro- 
vided that matters requiring Cabinet decision in most cases be first brought 
to the appropriate standing committee by the Minister concerned. The com- 
mittee thus became a normal and formal part of the decision-making 
process: a stage before consideration in the Cabinet itself. In addition 
to the nine committees listed in Mr. Pearson’s announcement, there was a 
tenth—the Treasury Board—which has functioned since 1867. It was 
established by statute; at that time was regarded as a committee to aid the 
Minister of Finance; and was scarcely recognized as a committee of Cabinet 
at all. It continued its powerful and quasi-independent existence; setting 
administrative standards in departments, improving management in the 
public service, dealing with contracts, departmental programs and estimates 
and the expenditures of government in general. 

The system established by Mr. Pearson in 1964 lasted throughout 
his regime. The only important change was the addition in January, 1968 
of a Cabinet Committee on Priorities and Planning. The government 


®7Heeney, A.D.P., “Cabinet Government in Canada: some recent developments in the 
machinery of the Central Executive’, Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science, 
August 1946, p. 288. 

“Press release, Office of the Prime Minister, January 20, 1964. 


found itself in recurring financial difficulties and crises and it became ap- 
parent there was serious need of a systematic assessment of overall priorities 
of expenditure with a view to better long-term planning. It is true that 
program priorities were set implicitly in the annual Estimates, the annual 
expenditure plans, but this was done by the Treasury Board in the absence 
of any broad direction from Cabinet as to overall objectives or priorities. 


When Mr. Trudeau became Prime Minister, one of his earliest actions, 
announced on April 30th, 1968, was a modification of the Cabinet committee 
system. He said: 


“This system has worked well for the past five years and greatly 
improved the efficiency of government. It has, however, become 
apparent that further changes are now required to permit a greater 
centralization of functions and the delegation of certain powers of 
decision to the committees. 


“To meet these difficulties, I have revised the system of Cabinet 
committees to reduce the number of committees and to provide for 
a regularity in their meetings.’”® 


While the establishment of regular times each week for the meeting of 
each of the standing committees of the Cabinet may seem a small change, 
experience has demonstrated that it produced the major improvement that 
it was designed to achieve. Ministers are overwhelmed by the obligations, 
engagements and pressures that throng upon them. Time is committed weeks 
and even months in advance. With no regular schedule for the meetings of 
their committees, attendance was poor and spasmodic. Continuing attention to 
areas of policy by the committee members was impossible. With regular meet- 
ings over the entire year, it became possible to have systematic and orderly 
consideration of problems for submission to the Cabinet. 


The second important change in 1968 was to give the committees the 
power, not simply to recommend courses of action to the Cabinet, but to take 
specific decisions. The main object was to remove as many questions as pos- 
sible from the over-burdened Cabinet. It was recognized, however, that there 
would have to be some means by which Ministers who were not on a Cabinet 
committee, or who did not attend a meeting, could re-open discussion or could 
register a view that differed from the decision of the committee. Without such 
a capacity, they could not reasonably be expected to assume their share of 
collective responsibility for policy. Two provisions were made: one was that 
all Ministers, whether members of a committee or not, would receive agendas 
and documents. They would then know the questions to be discussed and 
decide whether they had an important interest or view. They could attend any 
meeting they wished to attend, with the exception of the Cabinet Committee 
on Priorities and Planning which the Prime Minister wanted to keep relatively 
small. The second provision was that decisions of the committees would not 
become effective simply by reason of such decision. They would be listed on 
an annex to the Cabinet agenda for its next meeting. Any Minister could 


®Press release, Office of the Prime Minister, “Statement by the Prime Minister on 
Cabinet committee structure’, April 30th, 1968. 
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notify the Deputy Secretary to the Cabinet before the meeting of the Cabinet 
that he wished to have any particular committee decision discussed. However, 
if no such notice were given, items on the annex were to be taken as approved 
by the Cabinet and became its own decisions. At that point they were opera- 
tive and became part of government policy. 


Of the standing Cabinet committees that now exist, five deal with areas of 
government activity: 
External Policy and Defence 
Economic Policy 
Social Policy 
Science, Culture and Information 
Government Operations. 


Four are co-ordinating committees: 
Priorities and Planning 
Treasury Board 
Legislation and House Planning 
Federal-Provincial Relations. 


In addition, the Special Committee of the Cabinet handles regulations and 
other proposed Orders in Council that do not require the attention of the full 
Cabinet. Other special committees deal, at irregular intervals as required, with 
questions relating to security and intelligence, the public service, and a few 
other matters. From time to time special problems assume an importance that 
require ad hoc committees that are abandoned when a satisfactory solution is 
reached. 


One result of the changes introduced in 1968 was to increase greatly the 
number of Cabinet committee meetings. The other was to reduce equally 
sharply the number of meetings of the Cabinet. A statistical comparison of 
several recent years is of interest: 

July 1, July 1, July 1, July 1, 


1966 to 1968 to 1969 to 1970 to 
June 30, June 30, June 30, June 30, 


1967 1969 1970 1971 
Number of Cabinet 
Documents .............. 780 1287 1307 1367 
Number of Cabinet 
Meetings s.. 2h). 139 {pA 78 7 
Number of Cabinet 
Committee Meetings 120 317 310 311 


The number of Cabinet documents indicated for the last three years 
has to be adjusted since about one-third are reports by the Cabinet com- 
mittees of their recommendations or decisions on the substantive documents 
considered. Excluding such committee reports, the number of Cabinet docu- 
ments has averaged 818 for the last three years against about 700 for 
1966-67 on a similarly adjusted basis. The interesting thing is that, as 
compared with the situation before the revisions in the system were made 
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in 1968, Cabinet is dealing with a larger volume of business but taking 
only half as many Cabinet meetings to do it. The number of Cabinet 
committee meetings has more than doubled and, according to our cal- 
culations in the Privy Council Office, the number of “minister-hours” de- 
voted to the total executive function has remained about the same as in 
1966-67. The difference is in the more probing, searching and formative 
nature of discussion that the committees permit, with both Ministers and 
officials present. I shall deal with this further. 


Organization of the Privy Council Office 


Making the Cabinet and Cabinet committee system work effectively 
has involved a substantial development of the Cabinet Secretariat begun in 
1940. Heeney records that there were ten officers in 1945. In 1971 there are 
55 officers engaged in work relating to the secretariat proper, and there 
are 13 officers providing the key services in relation to Cabinet documents, 
orders-in-council and administrative and financial services. There is, of 
course, in addition the normal complement of clerical and secretarial 
staff. But it is not a large office to attempt the tasks that are involved 
in relation to the entire range of government activities. 


As shown in the organization chart, the Office is divided into three 
main divisions: the Operations Division, a Plans Division and a Federal- 
Provincial Affairs Division, each headed by a Deputy Secretary to the 
Cabinet. The Operations Division has five secretariats, each under an 
Assistant Secretary to the Cabinet and each responsible for the work of one 
of the standing committees which, together, are designed to cover all the 
fields of government operations. Each secretariat is responsible for moving 
forward, to and through the Cabinet, the proposals that must be considered 
and decided in relation to the “operations” of government coming within its 
area of responsibility. The division also services a number of other special 
and ad hoc Cabinet committees with assistance from the other divisions, 
and has the primary responsibility of providing service to the Cabinet 
itself. 

The other main divisions of the Office are responsible for the co- 
ordinating committees of the Cabinet other than the Treasury Board, which 
continues to be served by a separate department of government under its 
own Minister, the President of the Treasury Board. The Secretary and 
Deputy Secretaries of the Board maintain close collaboration with the 
Secretary of the Cabinet and the several Deputy and Assistant Secretaries. 
In the Privy Council Office the Plans Division services the Cabinet Com- 
mittee on Priorities and Planning as well as the Cabinet Committee on 
Legislation and House Planning. The Federal-Provincial Affairs Division 
has a general responsibility for federal relations with the provinces, in- 
cluding constitutional questions, and serves the co-ordinating committee 
where policies on matters affecting the provinces are considered. It is, 
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significantly, two of these co-ordinating committees that are chaired by the 
Prime Minister: the Cabinet Committee on Priorities and Planning and 
the Cabinet Committee on Federal-Provincial Relations. All other standing 
committees are chaired by designated Ministers and are not attended by the 
Prime Minister unless some quite unusual circumstance makes it desirable. 

The scope of the Cabinet Committee on Priorities and Planning is 
now more inclusive than the mainly financial aspects of policy toward which 
it was directed in 1968. It gives special attention to the broad objectives of 
the government and to major questions of policy having long-term im- 
plications. It is in that committee that the basic decisions on objectives and 
strategies are taken, for recommendation to the Cabinet. A very imporant 
aspect of these is, of course, deciding the general priorities of the government 
for the allocation of financial resources and, in the policy discussion of other 
Cabinet committees, the determination of such priorities is obviously related 
to and conditioned by the decisions as to policies and strategies. The 
priorities are set in broad terms: objectives to be achieved, the amount of 
effort and resource to be directed toward each, the increase or decrease in 
the emphasis to be accorded to general areas of government action. It is on 
the basis of such broad decisions that the Treasury Board determines in 
detail the funds to be made available for specific programs administered 
by the various departments and fixes the personnel establishment to be 
allocated to them. 

Despite its key role, it is quite wrong, as some have done, to call the 
present Cabinet Committee on Priorities and Planning an “inner Cabinet”’.® 
Like other committees, its decisions or recommendations go to the Cabinet 
for confirmation or for debate and final decision. They have no status with- 
out that confirmation. Moreover the committee is intended to deal with 
matters of long-term and broad scope. It is not a committee intended to 
cover any and all areas of government action or to take quick decision on 
urgent matters. 


Federal-Provincial Relations 


It may seem curious that in a federal state, where relations with the 
provinces are now so important, it was not until Mr. Pearson’s changes of 
1964 that a concerted effort was made to achieve real co-ordination of them 
within the government of Canada. It was, perhaps, because the activities of 


®Patrick Gordon Walker’s observation on the term “inner Cabinet” in Britain is equally 
true with regard to Canada. 

“The term ‘inner Cabinet’ is a misnomer. It is in no sense a Cabinet and must be 
distinguished from a Cabinet committee. An inner Cabinet has no organic or set place in 
the Cabinet structure: it is no more than an informal small group of friends or confidants 
of the Prime Minister drawn from members of his Cabinet. It is not formally set up, it 
has no papers or records; it is not served by the Cabinet Secretariat. An inner Cabinet as 
such has no power, no place in the hierarchy of political authority. It may, amongst other 
things, discuss questions coming before the Cabinet; but only to concert the advice the 
members of the inner Cabinet will tender to their colleagues. An inner Cabinet does not 
and cannot predigest the business of the Cabinet; nor set it aside or duplicate its work.” 

Gordon Walker, Patrick, The Cabinet, Jonathan Cape, 1970, p. 39. 
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government hitherto had been more limited in scope and tended more readily 
to stay within allocated heads of federal or of provincial jurisdiction. Close 
and frequent relations were less necessary than they are now and they did not, 
in fact, exist as we now know them. Co-ordination poses a problem. Relations 
with the provinces may be, and for some years now have been, in respect of 
virtually any subject-matter of government. To assign them to a single Minister 
would create difficulty in defining his responsibilities of a “horizontal” charac- 
ter as distinct from those of his colleagues under whom the various subjects 
fall. The Privy Council Office and the Department of Finance, which had a 
specialized group dealing with federal-provincial fiscal policy and economic 
relations, did try before 1964 to achieve some co-ordination but, in general, 
each department conducted such relations as there were in its own areas of 
responsibility. It became clear that this was not adequate. Programs that were 
logical and reasonable in relation to one aspect of government—health, trans- 
port, agriculture, or whatever it might be—often involved principles that were 
at conflict with those that had to be applied or developed for other areas or 
for general application. Action in one program area might unconsciously but 
fundamentally affect policy or action in another without the responsible federal 
department—or any Minister—realizing it. After 1964, the task of co-ordina- 
tion was placed more specifically with officers working as part of the general 
Cabinet Secretariat and in 1968 a special division was established headed by 
a Deputy Secretary to the Cabinet. 


The Federal-Provincial Affairs Division, in developing a uniform and 
consistent policy in relations with provinces, maintains liaison with gov- 
ernment departments and tries, within the limits of its resources, to keep con- 
tact with the provinces as well. It co-ordinates preparations for major federal- 
provincial conferences and for constitutional review meetings. 


It has become a common theme of public comment that federal-pro- 
vincial relations should be more constant and intimate, and that this would 
remove the disagreements that have been, and continue to be, a feature of our 
national life. I must confess to a certain scepticism. At times one could be led 
to wonder whether it is not the very plethora of meetings that has provided 
the occasions for the disagreements and for the wide reporting of them. 
A Canadian Parkinson could probably demonstrate that the number of fed- 
eral-provincial disputes in any one year varies in direct proportion to the 
number of federal-provincial meetings multiplied by the cube of the number 
of federal-provincial co-ordinating agencies in the respective governments. ‘The 
following table indicates the number of formal committees as of June, 1970 
that meet at the ministerial or deputy ministerial level: 


Pera al EL OV IN COS oo, os ees olencase tag napigianie snai/ageuiaatanssagpiteonss 28 
Federal and all Provinces plus outside groups .......................00006 9 
PederalePravinicial- MUMICIPAl Duis. trace iA ls. letvetev bathed batetees Be 
Interprovincial, federal representatives as observers .................... 12 
Federal and provincial-regional representatives ...............000....cc00 6 

LEOUAC Re ie Sat AOA MAND Dae d, SETEGE Oe Se catteecsoucuene hi wf 
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On the same date the total number of multilateral committees and sub-com- 
mittees involving officials was 260. There were another 150 bilateral com- 
mittees of the same type. Whatever the source of problems may be, it is not 
the lack of meetings to talk about them. 


Cabinet Government — Some Modern Aspects 


The organization and the activities of Cabinet committees and of the 
Cabinet Secretariat are directed to one essential purpose: the more effective 
operation of our Cabinet system, in which a collective executive decides the 
objectives policies and programs of government, and in which its members 
take a joint responsibility for the result. From the nature of our executive, so 
different from that in countries like the United States where it is a single per- 
son, there flow a number of implication and consequences. The first and most 
obvious is that each member of the executive must know what is involved in 
the policy and program decisions for which he shares responsibility whether 
they are his direct concern or that of a colleague. The second is that each must 
have an opportunity to participate in those decisions. Participation is at its 
most rudimentary if it is simply to approve or disapprove a fully developed 
proposal. To be real and substantial it should involve awareness of problems 
and relevant considerations and discussion of lines of solution at a stage early 
enough that a Minister can share in shaping the final result. Either to accept or 
to reject a finished product may be totally unsatisfactory and, indeed, the 
wrong decision so far as the government as a whole is concerned: some un- 
known and unconsidered alternative might have been the preferred and much 
better course if participation could have been effected at an earlier stage. 


The Cabinet before 1940 failed adequately to meet either of these 
needs for a collective executive. Ministers usually did not know in any 
real sense the full nature or implications of decisions they took on matters 
coming under the direct responsibility of their colleagues, and usually they 
had no involvement in the development of the proposals. A line of policy 
or a program would normally have been worked out between the responsible 
Minister and his officials. There might have been discussion with the officials 
of other departments and possibly, though more rarely, with another 
Minister whose interest was very obvious or whose power to oppose might 
be feared. Because the pressures on Ministers were less, there were, too, dis- 
cussions of general issues of policy in the Cabinet from time to time. 
Essentially, however, the collective executive operated on confidence, often 
justified and sometimes not, that a Minister knew what he was doing in 
his own field and that a capacity to approve or disapprove a final proposal 
developed in and for that field was sufficient for the government as a whole. 
It was a system in which each Minister had his own empire, big or small. He 
and his officials worked out policy and program that seemed sensible for 
it. The Prime Minister, within the limits of his information and knowledge, 
had a general influence and control. The rest of the Cabinet “participated” at 
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the final stage, with a “yes” or a “no”, or with limited modifications on 
the edges of a developed proposal. It was workable only when issues were 
such that the general information and common sense of politically sensitive 
men could be reasonably sufficient to decide whether a proposal was 
practical and acceptable or not. 

The situation changed somewhat during the first period of the Cabinet 
committee system: the very fact of having committees meant more dis- 
cussion of at least designated subjects. But C. D. Howe, J. G. Gardiner and 
other monarchs of sovereign areas brooked little interference with what was 
theirs. The evolution did not go far. It became progressively apparent that 
methods were not either adequate for the inter-related complexity of prob- 
lems with which modern government has to cope, or satisfactory to the 
Ministers who wanted a real share in developing the total policy for which 
they were responsible. The system as it now exists was gradually developed 
in an effort to meet both these needs. The changes of 1964 brought a greater 
measure of real consideration beyond departmental boundaries than in the 
past, but the situation was still one of discussing the end result rather than 
participating in its production. The 1968 reforms brought that further stage. 
Discussions now on broad policy and general priorities mean that all 
Ministers have an opportunity to share in giving shape to government in 
general and to the areas of policy for which others of their colleagues are 
directly responsible. 


The second feature of today’s system has already been pointed out. 
In all but the most exceptional circumstances matters go to a Cabinet com- 
mittee first before coming to the Cabinet. The essential officials of all 
interested departments are normally present. There can be, and is, prob- 
ing by any Minister of the information, reasoning and views of officials 
serving the Minister putting the proposal forward. This is something that 
never happened before 1940 and was rare, except with regard to war 
policy and certain specific subjects, until recent years. Now it is constant 
and is a valuable addition to the total process of policy development. 
Ministers talk to other deputies than their own and deputies to other Minis- 
ters. Advice is less monolithic and discussions much more real. Frequently 
the result is to refer a matter back to officials or to the originating depart- 
ment for further work or for development of a different proposal. At the 
very least, significant modifications may be suggested in the report to the 
Cabinet for further discussion and final decision. 


The positive results of the new system are many. Ministers have the 
opportunity to learn more of what their colleagues are doing and to be 
better informed about all aspects of government activities than under the 
previous methods. Policies and programs are related more consciously 
and more constantly to the totality of problems and less to partial or sec- 
tional aspects. Ministers have more influence on the shape of policy as a 
whole and on its development and officials have proportionately less than 
they used to. This judgment is at variance with the conventional wisdom 
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but, after thirty years in the operation of government, more than half of 
it at the centre, I feel confident it is correct. Finally, there is a more planned 
attempt to assess in advance the probable nature of developments of broad 
national and social moment before they arrive as immediate problems for 
urgent action. Such things rarely fall within the boundaries established for 
administrative convenience and when plans were confined within these tidy 
limits, some quite major questions remained neglected. Obviously the suc- 
cess of such efforts is only partial, but they do constitute important gains. 
They have, however, had their price. 

One price is in ministerial time: the rarest of government commodities. 
Better understanding and analysis of complex inter-related problems and 
policies takes time. Discussion that leads to mature decision-making takes 
time. All this time and the energy that is expended in the decision making 
process is subtracted from the finite capacity and endurance of the Minis- 
ter. If a Minister works a five day week of eleven hours a day, plus a good 
part of each week-end, what competition is there for those hours? Attend- 
ance in the House, executive work in his department, constituency business, 
general work for the party, general work for the government; consultation 
with businessmen, representatives of public organizations and others to 
keep him informed and to learn their views; ceremonial duties, travel to 
and from the constituency, travel to and from departmental assignments 
away from Ottawa; personal business; and finally as part of the collective 
executive, reading Cabinet documents, attending Cabinet committees and 
attending Cabinet. To do these last three thoroughly, in the face of all the 
other demands, is almost impossible. Something must suffer if more time 
goes into the process of executive decision. It is quite possible that the 
improvements in the Cabinet system may have been at too high a cost 
in the time Ministers can devote to the total political role that they fill. 
The right balance will never be final or certain: it will change with Prime 
Ministers, governments and the stages in their four or five year life cycles. 


I have mentioned that the old days of fiefdom are passing. A complex 
system to work efficiently requires some elements to give something to 
other elements to maintain a balance. Ministers now, in many cases, have 
to give up some share of their authority and control to other Ministers 
if the totality of policies is to be co-ordinated. This is unpleasant, frustrat- 
ing and can cause natural resentment when the Minister thinks he sees 
clearly what is needed, wants to make a success of his particular portfolio 
and is anxious to fulfill perfectly natural ambitions. Some Ministers under- 
standably feel their new share in the policies and programs of others un- 
equal compensation for the subtraction they suffer in their individual 
capacity to decide and to act. Speed of action is certainly less in the new 
system and Ministers have less chance to appear in roles of clear and 
firm decision. 


Another resentment which Ministers must feel is that caused by the 
ubiquity of officials, including Privy Council officers. This, too, is a part 
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of the price for a system that in total gives broader and more real 
ministerial participation in policy as a whole. Without the documents, 
reports and interaction between Ministers and officials, it could not work 
as well—if it could work at all. 


The relationships between Ministers and officials are seen in interesting 
and sensitive focus at Cabinet committee meetings. Ministers in general 
carry the discussion but officials participate actively, especially on factual 
and operational aspects. They are conscious that policy decision, and there- 
fore the main aspects of policy assessment, are for Ministers. There are, 
however, occasions when a deputy must objectively review the full policy 
and public implications of proposed action. There are times when the 
responsible Minister lets the deputy explain: there are equally times when 
the deputy remains silent while the Minister explains. Both normally par- 
ticipate in active discussion. It is a blending of roles that requires mutual 
confidence and an awareness of their differences. The seasoned public 
servant will recognize that what are at issue are the policies of the govern- 
ment, to be decided by the judgment of the Ministers, even though this 
means accepting gracefully decisions that may be personally distasteful. 
The advantages in decision-making are clear. There are equally advantages 
in administration. The exposure of senior officials to the thinking and policy 
concerns of Ministers helps them to explain to their departments the logic 
of decisions that might otherwise seem wrong, incomprehensible or “petty 
politics”. 

During policy discussion there comes a time when the Ministers must 
be alone. Candour is required. There must be no restraints on frank talk. 
This occurs at Cabinet where the ultimate decision is taken. The Ministers 
are responsible. It is their government. There must be no inhibition caused by 
the presence of an advocate official. He advises, he has full opportunity to 
be heard in the appropriate forum, but the Cabinet decides. Not the senior 
officials or any group of them. 

Our decision-making process differs from that in Britain in several 
respects, one is in the degree to which Ministers and officials are brought 
together in meetings. The British depend on inter-departmental committees 
of officials for the preliminary analysis and for the development of policy 
recommendations. There are Cabinet committees, but none are attended 
by both Ministers and officials. We borrowed British techniques and ex- 
perience in 1940, and for a decade or more we relied more heavily than 
we do now on the recommendations of senior interdepartmental committees. 
Since then the two systems have developed independently and somewhat 
differently. Canadian Ministers prefer to hear at first hand the differing 
views of senior officials from whatever departments may be involved, rather 
than receive a report in which these differences have been compromised or 
suppressed. The problem is to have enough of such argument and difference 
at the ministerial stage without consuming undue amounts of time. Inter- 
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departmental committees may have to be relied on rather more in future 
but the valuable blend of Ministers and officials at committees will un- 
doubtedly be retained. 


The changes in the operation of our Cabinet, and the advantages I 
have suggested for the system today, do not mean that those governing today 
are somehow possessed of greater wisdom than those who did so under 
other arrangements. It is rather that the conditions and the problems are 
very different, mainly in complexity and in scale. The change in thirty-odd 
years, from a country relying essentially on a few primary products to an 
advanced technological society, is manifest. That alone would be a significant 
development. Equally complex and difficult for government has been the 
increased expectation that the state should achieve a more rapid growth 
and more equitable distribution of both means and products so a better share 
in the good life can be obtained by the greatest number. Social policies and 
social programs are complex and difficult in themselves: the added dimen- 
sion of integration with provincial policies and programs multiplies the 
difficulties. New problems are added as personal and social expectations 
reach higher and higher. New policies must be devised to meet the relentless 
growth of the large urban areas. Other contributions to complexity are 
added continually: the revolution of rising expectations; ceaseless innova- 
tion and technological change; increasing mobility of people and rapidly 
changing social and moral values; feelings of alienation and disorientation; 
the demand for better protection of the consumer—and dozens of others: 
new, demanding, urgent. 


Governing Canada has some special complications: the fact of our 
bilingual national character; or multi-cultural nature; our sheer size; the 
regional differences in economic growth and prosperity; the geographic, eco- 
nomic and cultural bonds that fuse us to the United States of America while 
we struggle to be different. All of these social, economic, physical, psychic and 
systemic factors and forces produce stress. Much of the task of regulating 
these stresses and strains, assuaging the pain and balancing the growth, falls 
upon the federal government. 


With this increasing complexity, and partly as a result of it, comes the 
new scale of operation for those who must decide. The problems involved in 
tax reform, foreign ownership, the respective powers of the provinces and the 
federal government, the balance between environmental protection and re- 
source development, inflation and unemployment, to name only a few that 
have been with us in recent months, come at a speed and with a level of 
expectation as to results that create a governmental load quite new in our 
history. For Ministers to know the factors, the possible courses of action and 
the implications of alternative policies with respect to a single problem—or 
even to one part of a single problem—requires a thorough presentation of all 
the issues, time to weigh and analyze them, and adequate opportunity to dis- 
cuss and to decide. Ministers today have a load that tries the limits of physical 
and intellectual powers. 
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On Planning 


Ministers would be justified in asking whether some of the things done in 
recent years have not added to their agonies rather than reduced them. This 
would especially be understandable in relation to planning, for there, some- 
thing quite new has been added. 


The principal planning objective of the past three years has been to in- 
crease the time available between the perception of a problem by Ministers and 
the necessity of action with regard to it. An effort has been made to identify 
ministerial responsibility for the problem as clearly and soon as possible and 
to marshal whatever is required to examine and prepare a plan to try to 
manage it. And finally, to allow time to organize for action. 


What is urgent will always clamour for attention and probably get it. 
What is important must receive attention well in advance and be given lots of 
time for organization for action. If this does not happen—and if it is not 
insisted on whatever the pressures may be—the urgent pushes out the im- 
portant. The consequence is to be overtaken by crises and to let events, rather 
than choice, determine the direction we take. 


A good deal is being written about “normative planning” and what is 
taken by some to be the converse, “incrementalism’’.’ Considerable improve- 
ment has been made in the Privy Council Office in the last four years in 
methods of analysis, using general systems theory and to some extent general 
communications theory. Understanding the governmental system and the 
social system better, due to the insights of these theories, is one thing, but 
successful application of the theories by the central executive in a rational, 
creative way is another. The policy sciences taken together constitute a 
frontier field, and applying policy science to Cabinet government is still a 
frontier effort. From our experience it might be said that “top down” policy 
determination works part of the time, “bottom up” policy determination works 
much of the time, and that, despite all efforts, many government decisions will 
continue to be in response to problems arriving at a different time and in a 
different form than was anticipated. The process of integrated planning has, 
however, made great strides in the last few years at all levels of the 
government. 


I have said that the time of Ministers is finite, that it is already over- 
burdened, and that more can be done in one place only at the cost of less in 
another. Integrated planning would be the easiest thing to shove aside. 
It would probably not show in the immediate future. Where it would show, in 
the longer term, would be in allowing drift and accident, the ad hoc, the 
technological jungle and the opportunity for individual profit to determine the 
shape of our national and social future. It is in response to a recognized need 
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to do what is reasonably possible to foresee and to plan, however inadequate 
and imperfect the results, that Ministers have added this new dimension to our 
governmental operation. 


Cabinet, Prime Minister and Departments 


In the complex operation of the Cabinet system, with Ministers together 
deciding the policies and the strategies of government, it is obvious that the 
role of the Prime Minister is crucial. He alone of the Cabinet is responsible 
for no one aspect of government. He alone looks constantly at the total pic- 
ture. He it is who has chosen his colleagues; he is recognized by the country 
and by Parliament as the person generally responsible for the success or 
failure of government in meeting the problems of the state. Within the Cabinet 
he must be the master of his administration but he must recognize its collec- 
tive nature and avoid autocracy. Where necessary he must change the func- 
tions of his colleagues and, when necessary, invite or require a departure. 
He is the only one with the authority to police and to change the boundaries 
between them. The many-sided role of the Prime Minister is nowhere more 
difficult or more demanding of a sensitive balance of intellectual and human 
qualities than when he is chairman of the collective executive. Assisting the 
Prime Minister in ensuring a coherence of policy and giving support in the 
total process of decision-making are two of the main functions of the Privy 
Council Office. 

As a department provides its Minister with analysis, advice and recom- 
mendations on the objectives of the department, so the Privy Council Office 
gives the Prime Minister information, analysis and advice on the totality of 
policies. The probability of a coherence of policy is thus enhanced. 

It will be readily apparent that the information, analysis and advice for 
the Prime Minister ties in completely with the broader function of the Privy 
Council Office in servicing the entire system of Cabinet and Cabinet commit- 
tees which I have described. Programs and policy proposals come to the Office 
as submissions to the Cabinet and are immediately circulated to all Ministers. 
At the same time they are allocated to one or another of the Cabinet com- 
mittees. The appropriate secretariat picks it up at that point. If more infor- 
mation is needed, that is secured. If it has aspects that relate to another com- 
mittee or secretariat, there is consultation to see how best to cover all aspects 
of consideration. When the matter goes to the committee, the secretariat 
records the discussion, prepares the minutes and draws up the report of deci- 
sion or recommendation to go on to the Cabinet. All of this provides the 
information for a briefing document to the Prime Minister covering all essen- 
tial aspects of every question on each Cabinet agenda. It provides, too, the 
basis for the information system of the Office on the operations of government 
as a whole. 

When decisions are taken by the Cabinet, or when committee recom- 
mendations or decisions are confirmed, the next stage in the Privy Council 
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Office function is to inform departments and agencies with speed and pre- 
cision so that action may flow. This may be done orally if the need for speed 
is great, but the standard procedure is communication by a “Record of 
Decision” within twenty-four hours. Orders in Council may or may not be 
involved: usually not. It is only when a formal, legal instrument is required 
that they enter the picture. 

This, in essence, is the role of the Privy Council Office: one of infor- 
mation, co-ordination, follow-up and support provided to the Prime Minister 
and the Cabinet as a whole with, as a vital aspect, constant relations with all 
departments of the government. It is a role that is replete with possibilities 
for misunderstanding, bruised feelings and grievances and it has been neces- 
sary to develop principles to avoid them as much as possible. I might mention 
a few. 

The first is the “stay-off-the-field” principle. The Privy Council Office 
operates no programs and administers no projects except those which are 
related to its own housekeeping. Administration and action are with the 
departments. It is the Minister who is responsible and his department that 
acts. The ball does not stay in the Privy Council Office: it is passed to the 
team that is to make the play. The Privy Council Office remains aware and 
is frequently informed or consulted, but enters the game only if inter-agency 
operation is required where a “neutral” can provide a co-ordinating service, 
or where there is a requirement for counsel and assistance that can only be 
provided by those with a general view. 

With regard to planning as we define it, a similar principle applies. The 
goals of the government, as perceived by the Cabinet, are stated as clearly 
as possible, but departments are left to act and to be guided by the principles 
laid down. This does not, however, mean that the roles are carried through 
in isolation. One of the benefits of the central planning process, with a longer 
look ahead and a broader look around, has been to help departments to 
anticipate new needs and new developments. This stimulates departments to 
respond and from the interaction emerges better integrated policy and, on the 
whole, a greater awareness of inter-jurisdictional problems. The basic prin- 
ciple, however, remains: the Privy Council Office tries to know, to discuss 
and to comunicate, but execution is for departments. 

The second principle, that supports the first, is that “Plans works 
through Operations”. The Operational Division and the Federal-Provincial 
Affairs Division have the major portion of the workload relating to the 
various secretariats and Cabinet committees. The Plans Division does not 
have a parallel structure covering the various areas of government activity 
but works through the other divisions, using their expertise, their contacts 
and their channels of communication. Thus planning is not divorced from 
operational insight and a duplication of contact with departments and agen- 
cies is avoided as much as possible. 
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A third principle is that there are virtually no officers making a career 
within the Privy Council Office. It is apparent that should a Privy Council Of- 
ficer become an advocate of any policy or program, the objective and integrat- 
ing character of his advice could be jeopardized. Further, if a Privy Council 
Officer begins to feel authoritative, as opposed to possessing a proper and 
healthy appreciation of the limits of his role, his function is out of phase with 
the spirit of the Office. There can be no tendency to usurp the authority 
and the control which belongs to Ministers and to the Prime Minister. 
Recognizing the fact of human frailty, it is unwise to permit too long a time 
in the sensitive work of the Privy Council Office. Conscious identification 
with a particular line, and the wish to see action follow a course one believes 
to be wise, are subtle forces that can limit usefulness in this peculiar organ- 
ization. 

The term of appointment is purposely kept short, three to five years 
with personnel on loan from all departments. Vigour and integrity are main- 
tained, but an elite with any sense of separateness or difference is not per- 
mitted to form. Privy Council Office service is part of broader career 
development. When alumni leave the Office to enter other parts of the sys- 
tem it is with an intimate appreciation of the central decision-making process, 
and the working of the total system. They are, or should be, much better 
equipped, in whatever department they enter, to analyze problems, develop 
programs and administer operations with a sense of the inter-relations that 
are vital, even in quite specialized areas. 

Principle four is that the Privy Council Office is deliberately kept small. 
By recruiting versatile officers who work hard not to be encumbered by pro- 
gram responsibility, a large staff is avoided: I have indicated their present 
number. To expand beyond a certain critical size would be to deny the other 
principles that help control the Privy Council Office. 

One other matter that must be referred to is the relationship between 
the Privy Council Office and the Prime Minister’s Office. It is one that calls 
for the greatest harmony. Given the Prime Minister’s functions as leader of 
a political party, leader of the government in the House of Commons, and 
chairman of the Cabinet, the Prime Minister’s own staff are constantly 
securing information, analyzing and recommending on matters that relate to 
policies and objectives of the government. The Prime Minister’s Office is 
partisan, politically oriented, yet operationally sensitive. The Privy Council 
Office is non-partisan, operationally oriented yet politically sensitive. It has 
been established between the Principal Secretary to the Prime Minister and his 
senior staff on the one hand, and myself and my senior staff on the other, 
that we share the same fact base but keep out of each other’s affairs. What 
is known in each office is provided freely and openly to the other if it is 
relevant or needed for its work, but each acts from a perspective and in a 
role quite different from the other. 
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Obviously each office requires a knowledge of the areas of action of 
the other and the actions of the two must, to the extent that they affect 
the total policy or action of the government, be consistent. To aid in in- 
formation and coherence, two sets of meetings with the Prime Minister 
involving both offices have been established. The first, a daily meeting, 
with two officers from the Privy Council Office and two from the Prime 
Minister’s Office, has been a constant base for co-ordination for many 
years. It started with one officer from each place and, as life became more 
complex and difficult, became the two from each that now attend. It deals 
with the day-to-day flow of affairs that the Prime Minister must know, 
consider, prepare for or decide. The second meeting is on planning, and 
occurs once a week with an additional person from each office who has 
responsibility in the longer term development and direction of policy. 


It goes without saying that mutual confidence and mutual respect— 
and mutual understanding of the basic difference between the two roles—are 
the foundation of co-operation between the Prime Minister’s Office and 
the Privy Council Office. All have been present in my experience, and 
without them the operation of government under the stresses of today would 
be difficult indeed. 


Of Politics and Public Service 


Finally, a word about politics and liberty. The popular will is ex- 
pressed through politics. Ideology, technology and bureaucracy have to 
be restrained so that politics may rule, otherwise theories, inventions and 
organizations would smother life. The elected representative of the people, 
who makes a trade of politics but who makes no claim to total knowledge 
or wisdom must be provided with optimum liberty to decide what set of 
of relationships ought to prevail which, stabilized at a chosen level, con- 
stitute the goals of government. Providing this liberty to the politicians is 
exceedingly difficult. From the standpoint of the Cabinet Minister, the 
complications start with the catalogue of complexities of existing policies, 
programs and activities. To ensure that responsible politicians and not 
civil servants have the final say, the Cabinet has the responsibility of deci- 
sion. For what it does, it is responsible to Parliament. It would be entirely 
unrealistic to expect the larger body of politicians to be quiescent and, in 
fact, our democratic system would be failing if they were. Thus the desired 
freedom of Ministers to consider and to decide is conditioned by a torrent 
of observations, questions, and advice all proclaimed publicly from com- 
mittees of the House of Commons and Senate, backbenchers of all parties 
and from party conventions. 

Further constraints on freedom of decision come from the fact of 
instant communications. Opinions and reactions, relevant or irrelevant, 
tumble in without ceasing. The speed with which society moves has con- 
ditioned the public to expect instantaneous decision and action on matters 
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of public policy. Unrealistic expectations clamour for action at once. The 
final complication is the most serious of all. There is an unrecognized in- 
consistency in the demand for both speed and participation in difficult 
decisions on complex issues. 

Conscious of the catalogue of complexities in the society which they 
have been elected to regulate, surrounded by the reality of the existing 
amalgam of policy programs and activities, sensitive to the clamour of 
friendly and unfriendly voices and often urged to act boldly but with due 
regard, in the light of all considerations but at once, Cabinet Ministers 
can only feel more captive than free. The staff of the Privy Council Office 
have as their duty to provide whatever aid and assistance they can to 
permit individual and collective judgment to prevail in the Cabinet Cham- 
ber and, through its wise application, sound policy to emerge to meet the 
problems of the present and the future. To assist government in this way 
is demanding employment, but for sheer interest and intellectual challenge 
it would be hard to match. The agenda of Cabinet, week by week, reflects 
the problems, interests and aspirations of the Canadian people. To under- 
stand, to inform, to advise and to share in the discussion of such meetings 
is a reward in itself. For an official to feel that he has contributed, how- 
ever modestly, to constructive decisions for a better country in a better 
world brings no glory, but a great sense of participation in events that 
count. 
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